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ABSTRACT
Although Hong Kong has become one of the most valuable wine
trading hubs in the world since the withdrawal of the wine duty
in February 2008, relatively little is known about how and why
local consumers drink wine. Drawing on Bourdieu’s notions of
“connoisseur,” “pedant,” and “proletarian,” this article introduces a
paradigm of three drinking practices in Hong Kong: established,
aspiring and creative. It further introduces the concept of “third
indigenization” – the combining of products from two or more
places of origin, and subsequently creating a new product in a
third place. Methodologically, the analysis of marketing materials,
ethnographies, interviews and focus groups conducted in Hong
Kong provides a basis for exploring the sociocultural and geo-
graphical meanings of wine. This article discusses how wine con-
sumption is popular because it conveys the idea of being
globalized, allows the display of wealth, and expresses the idea of
having cultural capital. Significantly, this article challenges popular
Anglo-Eurocentric understandings of consumption practices and
provides a broader and more flexible approach to cultural analysis:
it makes conceptual and methodological and contributions to con-







The wine industry in Hong Kong has seen rapid growth since the withdrawal of the
duty on wine in February 2008, and Hong Kong is now one of the most important cit-
ies for trading the most sought-after fine and rare wines. Traditionally, alcoholic bever-
ages such as imported beer, cognac and whisky were widely consumed in Hong Kong.
However, the popularization of wine has completely transformed the landscape of
alcohol consumption. Wine was able to do this because, unlike other beverages, it
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communicates connotations of high culture, flaunting wealth, and being Westernized
(Ho 2019).
Despite Hong Kong’s position as one of the most valuable wine trading hubs, in
the West, debates about wine consumption tend to highlight how Chinese consumers
lack knowledge and appreciation of wine. For example, a French winemaker com-
mented to a Guardian journalist in response to questions about the popularity of
Bordeaux wine in China and Chinese investment in French vineyards: “While the
French joke their first taste of vin rouge is from a baby’s bottle, many Chinese are
unfamiliar with wine-drinking culture” (Topping 2011). The winemaker goes on:
I’ve been in meetings where a e2,000 bottle of wine is drunk as shots or with ice-
cubes… It is not about trying to savour or appreciate – they just buy what is the most
expensive. It has to be French, and the more expensive the better. (Topping 2011)
Another article from the same newspaper reporting on a similar topic captures a
related trend:
To many, the Asian interest remains baffling and even attracts a whiff of snobbishness.
Some Chinese consumers are said to dilute even the most expensive clarets with
lemonade. And in a wine world that prides itself on discerning the merits of each vintage,
observers say their overwhelming interest is in the big brands regardless of how critics
rate the quality of the year (Booth 2010).
In suggesting that practices which do not follow Western norms are “incorrect,” these
European wine makers and connoisseurs are expressing forms of Western (colonial)
superiority and cultural imperialism (Bonnett 2004; Tomlinson 1991), and are failing to
acknowledge cultures existing beyond the Anglo-Eurocentric world. But as this article
argues, appreciating the nuances of different cultures, tastes and social changes requires
an anthropological approach (Appadurai 1996; Miller 1998), as well as, in the case of
Hong Kong, appreciation of the significance of class (Ho 2020; Lui 2003) in order to
explore how global products can be indigenized and consumed to suit local tastes.
From an Anglo-Eurocentric perspective, there is a large body of literature considering
alcohol consumption in general from social, cultural and anthropological perspectives
(Douglas 1987; Heath 2000; Macdonald 1994; Wilson 2005) which broadly argues that
alcohol carries both positive and negative social and cultural meanings. There is also a
well-established body of research on the globalization of wine (Banks and Overton
2010; Inglis and Almila 2019) and the geography of wine (Dougherty 2012; Moran 1993,
2001; Unwin 1991) that deals with production (Charters 2006; Orr 1995; Santon 1996;
Simpson 2011) and terroir (Atkinson 2011; Dion 1959; Unwin 1991; Handel, Rand, and
Allegra 2015), and which offers discussions of wine and national identity, the complexity
of production networks, and changing economic trends. In addition, research on wine
consumption has argued that wine relates to the portrayal of authenticity, taste and
democratization (Smith Maguire 2018) or the projection of social identity, class and eco-
nomic position (Ho 2015b, 2019; J€arvinen, Ellergaard, and Larsen 2014).
There is also an emerging body of literature regarding wine consumption in East
Asia, which, for example, explores Japanese tourists’ participation in ice wine tours in
Canada (Teller and Hashimoto 2000), how grape wine production in Japan has created
concepts of identity and cultural heritage (Wang 2021) and consumers’ preferences of
wine in relation to demographics in South Korea (Lee, Zhao, and Ko 2005). Recently, a
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new body of literature on wine in mainland China has emerged that focuses on a
wide range of topics such as business and marketing (Bobik 2014; Cohen and
Lockshin 2017), production (Galipeau 2017; Howson and Ly 2020), consumption (Smith
Maguire 2018; Wang 2019), global trade (Mustacich 2015), logistics (Lau et al. 2018)
and tourism (Gu et al. 2018; Qiu et al. 2013). The overarching argument is that China
has become a major wine market because of the demand from the rising number of
middle-class consumers who have the financial means to consume products from the
Western world. Although these arguments are broadly valid, they have little to say
about wine drinking in Hong Kong and Hong Kong’s growing wine culture.
In the light of this observation, this article aims to make two contributions, one
conceptual and the other methodological. First, conceptually it develops Bourdieu’s
(1984) ideas of cultural capital and the class-related categories of connoisseur, pedant
and proletarian, and derives from these three drinking practices in Hong Kong: estab-
lished, aspiring and creative. This analysis points to the limitations of Bourdieu’s theory
when aiming to understand the ways in which Hong Kong consumers drink wine. In
attempting to understand these phenomena, theories of consumption such as cultural
capital and conspicuous consumption are useful but are Anglo-Eurocentric. However,
they can be adapted to study cultural consumption hierarchies and practices of taste
and status in non-European and non-Western contexts. Hence, the article introduces
the concept of “third indigenization” – combining products of two or more places of
origin, and subsequently creating a new product for a third place. Thus, it acknowl-
edges that Western (globalized) and indigenized (localized) consumption practices are
equally culturally specific. Second, methodologically, this research examines how wine
is consumed in Hong Kong from both Western and non-Western perspectives in an
ethnographic approach. The analysis of marketing materials, interviews and focus
groups explores the social, cultural and geographical meanings of wine.
This article is divided into three parts. The next section sets the theoretical back-
ground by considering bodies of literature relating to the anthropology and sociology
of consumption, the geography of wine, and Hong Kong’s social class structure in rela-
tion to its drinking culture. The second section then sets out the research approach to
interviews and focus groups conducted in both Cantonese and English. The final sec-
tion of the article analyzes the interview and focus group data to examine the three
forms of wine drinking practices. The article suggests going beyond Anglo-Eurocentric
geographical and social understandings in order to acknowledge other practices of
consumption.
Theorizing cultural consumption, geography of wine, and social class
As an academic research topic, cultural consumption can be approached from a wide
range of disciplines, such as human geography (Crang and Cook 2007), anthropology
(Miller 1995, 1998) and sociology (Bauman 2013; Ritzer 1995). Specifically, cultural con-
sumption “refers to the consumption of goods and services with primarily aesthetic
functions and only secondarily instrumental uses” (R€ossel, Schenk, and Weingartner
2015, 1). Moreover, cultural consumption can be theorized through the concept of
making and displaying identities (Bourdieu 1984; Veblen 1899) and a focus on material
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cultures (Miller 1995, 1998). The appreciation or ownership of material objects relates
to meaningfulness, reflects social hierarchy, and creates and expresses social relations
(Dant 1996). Drawing on these concepts, this article illustrates how Hong Kong con-
sumers pursue wine drinking because it allows the display of identity, knowledge, and
the financial ability to consume expensive global products. Using a framework pro-
vided by these ideas, this section explores three concepts in detail: cultural capital
(Bourdieu 1984); conspicuous consumption (Veblen 1899); and indigenization
(Appadurai 1996; Miller 1998). Key literature on wine appellation, classification and ter-
roir is contextualized in order to provide a background for how the quality of wine
has been traditionally understood, and how this understanding has developed over
time. The discussion then explores alcohol consumption in Hong Kong in general, and
in relation to Hong Kong’s middle classes (Ho 2020), specifically to challenge current
Anglo-European framings of consumption practices.
Cultural Capital
In Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) argues that class is grounded in three types of capital,
economic, social and cultural. He extends the notion of economic capital, and argues
that cultural capital – symbolic values such as taste in arts or the use of grammar –
is also important when differentiating social status. Through ethnographic research
carried out in France during the 1960s and 1970s, Bourdieu argues that in relation to
education, for example, economic capital is not the only factor differentiating aca-
demic performance across different social classes, and that cultural capital has sig-
nificant influence on outcomes and status. He identifies three kinds of cultural
capital: embodied, objectified and institutionalized (Bourdieu 1984, 47). Embodied
cultural capital has to be developed over time and with resources, and is usually
passed on by parents to their children. For example, one may grow up accumulating
cultural capital by being taken to art galleries or classical music concerts. Such
embodied cultural values inherited from parents (Bourdieu 1984, 133) are particularly
important for a child’s school performance. This form of cultural capital refers to lan-
guage, mannerisms, and preferences. Objectified cultural capital refers to objects
that have cultural meaning, for example, paintings, sculptures and wine collections.
Institutionalized cultural capital consists of skills and knowledge accrued through
attending educational institutions and acquiring qualifications. In relation to these
forms of cultural capital Bourdieu identifies three groups of people: connoisseurs,
pedants and proletarians.
“Connoisseurs” are those who have already mastered the art of a particular cultural
field and for whom competence in the relevant knowledge is natural and
unconscious:
The competence of the “connoisseur”, an unconscious mastery of the instruments of
appropriation which derives from slow familiarization and is the basis of familiarity which
works, is an “art”, a practical mastery which, like an art of thinking or an art of living,
cannot be transmitted solely by precept or prescription. Learning it presupposes the
equivalent of the prolonged contact between disciple and master in a traditional
education, i.e., repeated contact with cultural works and cultured people (Bourdieu
1984, 66).
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While connoisseurs are the most competent in practices of “high culture” in
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital, pedants are one step below. Bourdieu argues
that “the ‘pedant’s’ situation is never entirely comfortable” (1984, 74) because,
for example:
We must look upon gastronomes as we look upon pedagogues in general: they are
sometimes intolerable pedants, but they have their uses. They belong to the lower,
modest order, and it is up to them to improve this rather minor genre by means of tact,
restraint and elegant lightness… There is such a thing as bad taste… and persons of
refinement know this instinctively. For those who do not, rules are needed (Bourdieu
1984, 68).
The group with the least access to “high culture” and “good taste” is the working-
class proletarian consumer, who tends not to have developed much cultural capital.
Essentially, consumption is related to questions of taste because Chinese ways of
drinking wine are considered to be in “bad taste” as well as ignorant.
Conspicuous consumption
The notion of cultural capital can help to explain why consumers acquire traditional
wine knowledge, but the idea of conspicuous consumption (Veblen 1899) illustrates
why it is expensive wine that is bought and consumed. Veblen (1899, 31–7) argues
that in the 19th and 20th century United States, newly-wealthy industrialists pur-
chased expensive objects to express power and to display wealth and social status.
Despite the fact that conspicuous consumption could be seen as wasteful of time and
resources (inefficient and unprofitable in the narrow economic sense), its purpose for
the nouveau riche is to emulate the upper classes and demonstrate “the possession of
wealth” (Veblen 1899, 40). This article explores the idea of conspicuous consumption
in relation to wine drinking practices in Hong Kong and examines the emergence of
drinkers with social aspirations who choose the drinking of expensive wine as a way
of displaying their wealth, knowledge, and good taste. Nonetheless, while the notion
of conspicuous consumption is useful for understanding cultural consumption, it
remains Anglo-Eurocentric in context. However, it can be developed to explore
consumption hierarchies of taste in non-European contexts by acknowledging that
Anglo-Eurocentric practices are just as culturally-specific and indigenized (localized) as
non-Anglo-European practices.
Indigenization
Anthropologists have studied cultural consumption through the lens of material cul-
tures (Miller 1995, 1998). For example, Miller (1998) explores the consumption of Coca-
Cola in Trinidad to demonstrate how products can be indigenized to the point where
the end product (rum and coke) is no longer global (American), but rather, local
(Trinidadian). In this way, fashion, food and drink can be used to understand how
processes of global production and consumption are embodied, adapted and made
specific in particular places at particular times. Appadurai (1996) in particular, theorizes
the idea of globalization through indigenization and argues that under the influence
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of globalization products appear to be homogeneous, but the localization of global
trends differentiates products to become acceptable to a local society. Thus, transla-
tional experiences “may start out as extremely global and end up as very local”
(Appadurai 1996, 64).
In the introduction I offered examples of how some Western commentators believe
that the Chinese “get it wrong” when drinking wine. However, studies of consumption
in non-Western cultures need to shift away from Westernized, culturally imperialist
and Occidentalist assumptions (Bonnett 2004; Carrier 1995; Tomlinson 1991) and take
seriously notions of “indigenization” (Miller 1998). This perspective offers more pro-
ductive opportunities for understanding why Hong Kong consumers adopt “localized”
practices of wine consumption.
Wine appellation, classification and terroir
French wines are defined by appellation, classification and terroir, and the hierarchy of
wines shapes identity within a social hierarchy (Bourdieu 1984). The French wine
appellation system ensures that prestigious wines are only produced in defined
regions in limited quantity (Unwin 1991). Since the introduction of the Appellation
d’Origine Contrôlee (AOC) system in France, other countries have also developed their
own certification processes to identify the geographical origin of agricultural products,
for example, Denominazione di Origine Controllata (DOC) in Italy, Denominacion de
Origen (DO) in Spain and Denominaç~ao de Origem Controlada (DOC) in Portugal.
Another well-respected wine classification system is the 1855 Bordeaux wine classi-
fication which was created at the request of Emperor Napoleon III for the Exposition
Universelle in Paris in order to showcase the best Bordeaux wines. Five categories were
created to rank wines of different qualities: Premieres Grands Crus (First Growth),
Deuxiemes Crus (Second Growth), Troisiemes Crus (Third Growth), Quatriemes Crus
(Fourth Growth) and Cinquiemes Crus (Fifth Growth). In a more contemporary context,
the notion of terroir has been used to translate the Grands Crus model into Japan’s
consumption of Burgundy wine (Demossier 2018). In other words, the model of classi-
fication has been translated into economic value, which is driving the increasingly glo-
balized market for European wines and enhancing European economic power.
Similarly, with the support of super-rich Chinese consumers, China has managed to
develop a sophisticated Western wine market in a relatively short time, in which
French wine has played a significant role (Wang 2019).
The concept of terroir mentioned above is another element which determines the
quality of wine. In the strictest definition, terroir is French for “land” or “soil,” but in
the language of wine, terroir is a construct that means much more. The French word
terroir epitomizes the belief that each wine derives its characteristics from the environ-
ment in which the grapes are grown. If any topic in the geography of wine is equiva-
lent to opening Pandora’s Box, it is discussing terroir, and the debate about terroir has
long gained the attention of wine commentators and scholars (Dion 1959; Moran
1988, 1993, 2001; Unwin 1991). Specifically, Moran (2001) argues that the notion of ter-
roir is influenced by human judgement – it is an environmental term used as a mar-
keting tool to increase the cost of land for vineyards (Moran 1988, 1993). “Terroir
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boundaries have relied upon human judgements of value and taste for their establish-
ment” (Atkinson 2011, 35), and as a result, the price of wine increases. The complex
relations between terroir, wine quality and profits are captured in relation to the geog-
raphy of wine. It is also acknowledged that fine wines can be produced outside of the
French appellation:
geographic processes have challenged the environmental myths about the prestigious
winemaking areas being unique. The quality of the wines made outside Europe (or in
non-traditional areas of Europe) has demonstrated that environments for making fine and
distinctive wines exist in many places (Moran 1993, 715–6).
These arguments on wine appellation, classification and terroir demonstrate that
high-quality wine does not always have to be French. For example, inexpensive wine
produced in China can also be of high quality, and indeed, has won international
awards (Howson and Ly 2020). Moreover, the hierarchy of French wines is only par-
tially defined by the quality of the soil and its natural characteristics. The rankings
given by professional connoisseurs which influence the value and cost of wine also
define social distinctions of economic positions. The social function and use of wine
echoes the notion of conspicuous consumption (Veblen 1899) regarding the display of
wealth, and thus the French appellation system is working in the way that it was
designed to work, not only in France, but also in Hong Kong and mainland China.
Therefore, French and other appellations and their cost have become markers
of prestige.
As discussed above, the notion of terroir has a specific meaning in the French con-
text. In Chinese, terroir is translated as fengtu, comprised of two characters loosely
translated as “wind” and “soil,” signifying “the mystical relationship between the
atmosphere and the earth” (Zheng 2019, 283). If a place is considered to have suitable
terroir, this affects the economic and cultural status of that place; the taste of a place
is “the result of social crafting and construction by the process of narrative” (Zheng
2019, 280). Moreover, the significant increase of consumption of French wine in China
resulted in the Chinese government encouraging French vintners to begin wine pro-
duction in China (Mustacich 2015). Despite the French facing difficulties (e.g. Chinese
counterfeiters using French wine brands to legally register in China), successful collab-
orations have resulted in high quality French-styled wines being produced.
Drinking culture and social class in Hong Kong
Different types of alcohol convey different meanings in almost all societies. For
instance, Chinese rice wine is widely used in cooking, making traditional medicine,
and in local rituals honoring ancestors, but consuming it as a drink is seen to be old-
fashioned (Ho 2015b, 701). Chinese rice wine can be bought in supermarkets – restau-
rants do not sell it – and it is mostly consumed at home. Local Hong Kong culture
influences choice, and, for example, some consumers may
avoid white wine in celebrations such as weddings and birthdays because Chinese
tradition associates white with the dead. In contrast, Hong Kong Chinese enjoy red wine
not only as a fashionable drink but also because red represents good luck in Chinese
culture (Ho 2015b, 701).
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Similarly, in Hong Kong, Singapore and Japan, drinking etiquette can communicate
the idea of social hierarchy (Smart 2005) because consumers consciously practice con-
spicuous consumption in which social class, identity and alcohol consumption are
closely linked (Ma 2001). Knowing about red wine is superior to drinking expensive
brandy because wine-tasting is a form of knowledge and skill – a form of cultural cap-
ital. Since taste is related to social class, understanding the class system in Hong Kong
provides a framework to identify different types of wine drinkers in this research.
In established Western European and North American economies, social class is
broadly defined by occupation, education level, social groupings and cultural interests
(Savage et al. 2013). This understanding of class through these categories started to
appear in Hong Kong, in the 1960s when the society became wealthy from industrial-
ization (Lui 2003). The emergence of a Hong Kong middle class, primarily defined by
wealth and the accumulation of cultural capital, has only become important in the last
two decades (Ho and Atkinson 2018). In this context, the Hong Kong middle classes
can be further differentiated into the wealthy middle class and the aspiring middle
class. While the wealthy middle class are financially established, the aspiring middle
class are still in the process of accumulating wealth for long-term financial security.
For the purposes of this study, “established drinkers” are those who are wealthy and
already have cultural capital, a group that would be understood as an “elite” in a
Western context (Savage et al. 2013); “aspiring drinkers” are, broadly speaking, those
middle-class members (Ho 2020) who wish to accumulate cultural capital and display
wealth through learning about, and drinking wine. Finally, while “indigenization” is
mostly practiced by “creative drinkers” who pay less attention to how wine is trad-
itionally consumed in the West, there is no reason to believe that rules cannot be bro-
ken by “established drinkers.” In any case, the drinking culture in Hong Kong has been
transformed due to the popularization of wine.
In the next section, methods derived from anthropology are used to study transnational
meanings of the localization of wine, after which the empirical section will analyze those
meanings in order to expand current understandings of these cultural practices.
Research methods
This research is based on qualitative data collected in Hong Kong between 2009 and 2015
with 30 core interviews (Table 1), four focus groups (Table 2) and over 50 visits to wine
bars, restaurants, wine shops and wine-related events. A further 10 informal follow-up
interviews and ethnographic research of 15 venues were carried out and field visits gener-
ated more than 100hours of observation. When permitted, photographs were taken and
marketing materials were collected for analysis at various wine-related events.
In order to investigate the relationship between wine drinking and the notion of
cultural consumption, interviews and focus groups were conducted with wine consum-
ers from various ethnic and social backgrounds. Of 30 semi-structured interviews, 10
were with wine connoisseurs, wine merchants, wine collectors, luxury hotel restaurant
employees and bar managers. The remaining 20 were conducted with artists, bankers,
hedge fund managers, IT professionals, pensioners, students and teachers from Hong
Kong as well as other parts of the world. A further four focus groups asked 25
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Table 1. Summary of participants.
Participant Gender Type
Interview
language Occupation Origin Age
1 Male Strategic Cantonese Manager of a French restaurant
of a 5-star hotel
Hong Kong Chinese Late-30s
2 Male Strategic Cantonese Sommelier of a 5-star hotel Hong Kong Chinese Mid-40s
3 Female Normal English Event executive at a
multinational corporation
Hong Kong Chinese Late-20s
4 Male Normal Cantonese Graphics designer Hong Kong Chinese Late-20s
5 Male Normal Cantonese Marketing executive in IT Hong Kong Chinese Mid-20s
6 Male Normal English English teacher British Early-50s
7 Female Normal English Former banker, English teacher British Mid-20s
8 Female Normal English Banker at a multinational British Chinese Mid-20s
9 Male Normal English Corporate analyst American Chinese Mid-20s
10 Male Strategic English Former corporate analysis,
PhD student
Mixed Asian / Caucasian Mid-20s
11 Female Normal English English teacher British Early-20s
12 Female Strategic Cantonese Research student, works in the
wine industry
Hong Kong Chinese Mid-20s
13 Male Strategic Cantonese Wine shop assistant Hong Kong Chinese Early-20s
14 Female Normal English Student in journalism /
personal trainer
Mixed Asian / Caucasian Mid-20s
15 Female Strategic Cantonese Wine trader Hong Kong Chinese N/A
16 Female Strategic Cantonese Civil servant Chinese N/A
17 Male Strategic Cantonese Bar manager Hong Kong Chinese Late-20s
18 Female Strategic Cantonese Bartender Hong Kong Chinese Late-20s
19 Female Normal English Au pair German Early-20s
20 Male Normal English Researcher Japanese Early-30s
21 Female Normal Cantonese Retired teacher Hong Kong Chinese Mid-50s
22 Female Normal Cantonese Civil servant Hong Kong Chinese Mid-30s
23 Male Normal English Teacher French Late-30s
24 Male Normal Cantonese Entrepreneur Hong Kong Chinese Mid-40s
25 Female Normal English Teacher Danish Mid-20s
26 Male Normal English Trader Mainland Chinese Late-20s
27 Male Strategic Cantonese Restaurateur / wine collector Hong Kong Chinese Mid-50s
28 Female Normal English Student Mainland Chinese Mid-20s
29 Male Normal English Banker at a multinational Hong Kong Chinese Late-20s
Source: Fieldwork.
Table 2. Summary of focus groups.
Focus





Cantonese Mid-40s to mid-60s 8  Three women, two housewives and one
retired teacher
 Five men, one pensioner, one retired
policeman, one retired school headmaster,
and two business owners
2 Private
residence
English Early- to mid-20s 5  Scottish female English teacher
 French female musician
 French male intern
 Female Hongkonger, works for family
business
 American male English teacher
3 A pub in
Central
Cantonese Mid- to late-20s 5  Three men and two women aged
between 25 and 30 who work for an
IT company
4 A pub in
Central
English Early-30s to Mid-40s 7  From the UK, US, Germany and Australia
 Four female and three male expatriate
workers aged between 30 and 40 working
as barristers, bankers, hedge fund
managers and management consultants
Source: Fieldwork.
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participants to share their wine-drinking experiences and general understandings of
wine culture. Interviews and focus groups were conducted in Cantonese and English.
With participants’ consent, conversations were recorded for transcription and qualita-
tive content analysis. When recording was not agreed to, written notes were taken.
Adapting Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital, the qualitative data regarding partici-
pants’ wine consumption patterns and knowledge were broadly coded into three cate-
gories as shown in Table 3. The first category is “established drinkers”: those who
discussed wine knowledgably using specific wine-related vocabulary and describing
particular tasting techniques. Established drinkers displayed embodied and objectified
cultural capital. Although some had obtained professional qualifications in wine con-
noisseurship, this was not an essential element of the category. The second category,
“aspiring drinkers,” are participants who had recently taken wine-tasting courses and
were still learning tasting techniques, obtaining professional certifications and building
wine collections. The third category are “creative drinkers” who drink wine without fol-
lowing the etiquette practiced by the previous two groups.
In recruiting participants, three major networks were used. First, using a snowball-
ing technique, personal networks were contacted and individuals invited to partici-
pate. Second, academic networks were utilized in order to contact researchers in this
field. Third, professional networks were accessed to invite participation by executives
and elites in Hong Kong.
One method of researching wine industry trade and marketing is by attending wine
fairs (see Demossier [2005] on investigating the wine trade in France). During trips to
Hong Kong, I attended major international wine fairs and carried out ethnographic
research, in the course of which casual conversations were carried out with some 40
international exhibitors. In addition, I took part in social functions when invited by
research participants with whom participant-observation was conducted.
Three types of wine drinkers in Hong Kong
This section offers analyses of interviews, focus groups, field observations and market-
ing materials related to the wine industry in Hong Kong. Building on current under-
standing of wine consumption in relation to cultural capital, the research examines
three types of wine drinker: established, aspiring and creative.
Established drinkers
Based on Bourdieu’s understanding that connoisseurs are masters of particular fields,
the first type of wine drinker identified in the research is the “established drinker.” In
Bourdieu’s terms, connoisseurs have high levels of embodied cultural capital: they
Table 3. Types of drinkers as introduced in this research in relation to Bourdieu’s definition of
cultural capital.
Type of drinkers Bourdieu’s definition Embodied capital Objectified capital Institutionalized capital
Established Connoisseur Yes Yes Yes, but not necessary
Aspiring Pedant No Under accumulation Under accumulation
Creative Proletarian No No No
Source: Author’s interpretation and analysis.
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grow up with wealth, have exposure to various cultures, and accumulate cultural
capital from a young age. For example, Participant 10, who had attended several
international schools in different parts of the world, commented that “my dad has
always been a wine man,” as a demonstration of his pedigree in wine culture. In
addition, his father was also knowledgeable about whisky and had a collection of
books related to it, books that can be understood as objectified cultural capital.
Therefore, Participant 10’s background provided him with the opportunity to grow
up reading about, and drinking, both kinds of alcohol. Not only he was able to talk
fluently about his wine and whisky-drinking experience, he also discussed flavors
and styles of both types of alcohol in technical terms such as “full-bodied, smoky
aroma, tea flavor, acidity, overpowering,” and so on. Hence, his father’s knowledge
of drinking, and of what Bourdieu would describe as high culture, was passed on to
this participant as embodied cultural capital. This kind of cultural knowledge is not
taught at school, but is a “cultural pedigree” that can yield “high symbolic profit”
(Bourdieu 1984, 63). Bourdieu further highlights that being a connoisseur is to have
unconsciously mastered the art over a period of time, as Participant 10 and others
of similar backgrounds have done.
Participant 27, who has been buying and selling fine and rare wine at international
auctions for more than two decades, demonstrated his depth of wine knowledge in
similar ways. He shared his experience of organizing vertical tasting (tasting the same
wine from different years) of first- and second-growth wine with his friends, recount-
ing how some vintages peaked and should be consumed immediately while others
could continue to age. During field studies, I was shown Participant 27’s cellar collec-
tion with a market value of over £60,000: he constantly bought and sold his stock to
keep it “fresh and alive.” Likewise, Participant 3, a wealthy middle-class female
Hongkonger working for an international law firm, described how her French manager
passed down French drinking culture to her son:
My boss is French. I went to her house a few months ago, and the first thing she did was to
offer me a glass of wine, and that was four in the afternoon. It’s very common for them. The
first thing her six-year old son said was, “Do you want a glass of wine?” And then I thought,
they really grew up with wine! Even though my boss has been in Hong Kong for the past
several months, her culture will never change, it is in her roots. (Participant 3)
Although wine consumption is a form of cultural practice common in many soci-
eties, Participant 3 described how alcohol consumption is often regarded as negative
behavior in Hong Kong:
[A] six-year old child in Hong Kong would ask me, “Why are you drinking wine? It’s bad
for you!” Young people are told from a very young age that alcohol is a bad thing, don’t
drink it. (Participant 3)
Her experience confirms that wine tasting goes beyond the idea of attending wine
tasting classes, because this kind of embodied cultural capital cannot be acquired
through institutionalized teaching. Thus, culinary knowledge is passed on from one
generation to another, and for example, French parents
will teach their children from an early age to drink, putting a spoonful of wine sometimes
into a glass of water so that the youngsters can join in festive toasting or drinking on
those occasions when they dine together (Heath 2000, 108).
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Or in the words of a participant in research on French food culture: “In general, we
eat what our mother taught us to eat – or what our wife’s [sic] mother taught her to
eat” (De Certeau 1984, 183).
Participants other than established drinkers believed that wine was unavailable
before the tax withdrawal in 2008, and were unaware of the existence of the small
group of elite consumers of wine before that date. But as one participant noted, an
experienced sommelier in a well-known five-star hotel, red and white wine both
became more popular in Hong Kong in the 1990s before the removal of the tax.
However, he said that before this, very few customers ordered wine, or “even if they
did, they wouldn’t know how to drink it.” The lack of knowledge of wine consumption
(i.e. lack of cultural capital) meant that customers would usually drink spirits.
However, even before the 1990s, a small number of customers with whom he dealt
with were part of a not-so-visibly wealthy Hong Kong elite who had consumed and
collected fine and rare wine for decades. They bought wine from London, mostly from
renowned auction houses such as Christie’s, Sotheby’s and Bonham’s and stored it in
warehouses in England. Since the removal of the wine duty, they have shipped their
collections to Hong Kong (Ho 2019). For all of the established drinkers depicted in this
section, the notion of good taste and high culture is essential to their practice.
Aspiring drinkers
The category of “aspiring drinkers” adapts Bourdieu’s notion of “pedants” in order to
understand the practices of those who had little knowledge of wine prior to its popu-
larization, but are keen to learn about traditional Western drinking etiquette and
aspire to become connoisseurs in the pursuit of high culture (Bourdieu 1984). They
are affluent, having the financial resources to pursue practices of cultural consumption
such as wine drinking (Ho 2020), but aspire to gain the concomitant knowledge to
do so.
These participants demonstrate three distinct characteristics regarding their
wine-drinking. First, they aspire to take courses in wine tasting, and to acquire
cultural capital. Their technical skills will then be institutionalized through obtain-
ing certificates. They may also objectify their knowledge through purchasing the
relevant glassware and wine equipment. Second, they have spending power and
are willing to spend money on better-quality wine. And third, drinking wine
gives them a sense of social confidence when dining out or drinking with
their friends.
Since wine consumption has become popular, wine courses have been introduced
at local institutions, including the Hong Kong Management Association (HKMA), the
Hong Kong Sommelier Association, the Open University of Hong Kong and the
University of Hong Kong School of Professional and Continuing Education (HKU
SPACE). These courses tend to be designed for employees working in the wine trade
and its related businesses, but they are also available to the general public.
Figure 1 shows the front of a brochure collected at a wine fair which advertises a
workshop on “wine tasting technique” run by the HKMA. The front page reads “Learn
how to taste and how to talk about it” (that is, how to acquire cultural capital to talk
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about wine). There is also the appearance of a Western female model on the cover.
The two two-and-a-half-hour evening workshops cost HK$2,000 for members and
HK$2,200 for non-members and are taught in Cantonese, despite being advertised
in English.
This workshop is one of many now available in Hong Kong for aspiring wine-
drinkers. These workshops promote the idea of wine education and are mostly
designed for those who do not have prior knowledge of wine but would like to learn
more. It can be clearly identified from the printed materials that wine consumption is
portrayed as a Western practice – very little Chinese text and few Chinese images are
used in such materials, in contrast to the actual language of teaching, which
is Cantonese.
Participant 3 recently obtained WSET (Wine and Spirit Education), Level 1, a founda-
tion certificate in wines, after attending a 10-week wine tasting course. She was an
aspiring drinker who had known little about wine tasting but wanted to learn more.
She had expected the course would be attended by employees from the catering, res-
taurant and hotel industry, but instead, she found that participants came from a var-
iety of backgrounds:
There were journalists, people who worked in PR, people who were quite old, people
who have nothing better to do. And there were people who were generally keen about
wine… There were a couple of people who started their own wine business out of the
blue, who didn’t know anything about wine… [but] because they realized that they
really need to know something about wine, they started with this course. There were
Figure 1. A workshop on wine tasting technique.
Source: Brochure collected during fieldwork
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around 30 people in my class, and the age range was probably around 25 to around 55;
the male to female ratio was about 50:50. (Participant 3)
Her observation illustrates that it is not only employees in the wine and catering
industry who desire knowledge about wine; such wine courses attract much wider
audiences. The equal number of men and women who attended the course also dem-
onstrates that wine is popular with both genders. Nevertheless, the Western, European
vocabulary associated with wine may be confusing because the English or French
terms are difficult, if not impossible, to translate into Chinese. Because the courses are
run in Cantonese, in many cases the attendees are unable to understand the mean-
ings of terms they are asked to use.
Those participants who had recently completed wine tasting courses in Hong Kong
were able to project an upper-middle-class image among friends and family members,
and they were often asked by friends for recommendations about what wines to drink.
During interviews, some participants openly reinforced the idea that they had managed to
obtain cultural capital because they could afford to pay for the course – an example of cul-
tural and economic capital being interchangeable. Wine knowledge can be institutional-
ized and acquired with money, but that does not make these wine-drinkers “connoisseurs”
in Bourdieu’s terms; rather, they are “pedants.” The subtle, confident way that connoisseurs
(established drinkers) talked about wine in interviews, and pedants’ (aspiring drinkers’)
less-than-confident ways of talking about wine made this distinction clear.
Aspiring drinkers can be understood as members of the wealthy middle class (Ho
2020), who are financially established but “have not really developed their own cul-
tural distinctions to maintain their distance from lower classes in the social hierarchy”
(Lui 2003, 170). One participant, in particular, repeatedly displayed her knowledge of
French wine and made an attempt to identify the prestigious wine-producing regions
in Bordeaux. Although she had some knowledge of wine, the fact that she felt the
need to display her knowledge is characteristic of the “pedant” (Bourdieu 1984) – a
middle-class consumer who feels the need to use some form of cultural product to
compensate for a lack of cultural identity (Lui 2003).
Wine consumption happens to capture in a bottle the three aspirations that these
members of the Hong Kong middle class want to pursue. Firstly, they want to be seen
as contemporary or Westernized through the consumption of Western goods and learn-
ing the language of wine. Secondly, they want to flaunt their wealth through buying
and drinking wine – practicing conspicuous consumption (Veblen 1899). Thirdly, they
hope to acquire and display cultural capital through food and wine consumption.
Aspiring drinkers may feel the need to outperform each other in terms of knowledge
and spending power in order to display their economic and cultural capital. In contrast,
established drinkers or connoisseurs already have a history of Western wine consump-
tion practices built up over a number of years and have no need to flaunt their know-
ledge. Creative drinkers, as we will now discuss, are an altogether different category.
Creative drinkers
Creative drinkers tend not to follow the traditional paths of wine consumption. They
are innovative when drinking wine, and they drink in order to suit their own tastes.
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Observing this behavior from Bourdieu’s framework, it can be perceived that those
who understand culture from a popular or mass perspective are “proletarians” or have
proletarian tastes. However, wine consumption in Hong Kong is much more complex
than this simple hierarchy, which is based in an understanding of France in the 1960s.
Therefore, rather than describing these drinkers as “proletarians” who, out of ignor-
ance, do not consume wine the “right way,” in this research they are characterized as
“creative drinkers” who practice culture by “indigenization.” The following examples
illustrate how wines are localized by adding soft drinks, dried plums and ice cubes.
Some participants in Focus Group 1, which took place in a local Hong Kong restaur-
ant, were unfamiliar with the Western custom of sampling the wine by pouring a
small amount into a glass to check whether it is “corked” or has become contami-
nated with cork taint before serving, which renders its taste sour. Not only did one
participant not check the wine first, but poured a full glass instead of a half-glass. The
Western tradition has been that the glass should only be half-filled at most to allow
swirling and oxygenation to improve flavor. However, it is a local custom to keep
one’s glass full, particularly when eating in restaurants, in keeping with the tradition
of always making sure a tea cup is full during a Chinese meal.
Other participants spoke of how some wines tasted sour to them and suggested
the palette could be improved by adding dried plums (a common Chinese snack
coated with salt and sugar with a salty and sour taste). There are two ways to analyze
this drinking behavior. The first is that a red wine that tastes sour and bitter is likely
to be a low-quality wine. To new imbibers, drinking wines of low quality may discour-
age them from drinking wine again. This is perhaps one of the biggest challenges
when introducing wine to new drinkers, as they come to think that “all wines probably
taste like that,” as one participant suggested. Another participant also reported know-
ing people who had drunk wine of low quality once and never had wine again. The
second explanation might be that drinkers often consume cheap wine alongside
another drink or food in order to improve the taste. In this case, a wine from France
was localized by participants with a dried plum that eliminated the sourness as the
salt and sugar changed the chemistry of the wine, making it more palatable to them.
In these ways, the practice of wine drinking is being transformed by local practice.
Occasionally, red wine is also consumed with soft drinks, although this practice can
also be found in other countries; for example, in Austria, spritzer is a popular drink of
white wine and sparkling water. Regarding food and wine pairings, although white
wine is normally drunk with seafood dishes, experienced drinkers often order red: as
one sommelier (Participant 2) said, it would not necessarily be perceived as a mistake:
“it could just be an individual’s preference.” Nevertheless, with the emergence of cre-
ative drinkers in the non-Western world, we ought to be more inclusive of those who
consume culture differently.
This article has explored three groups of wine-drinking cultural consumers: estab-
lished, aspiring and creative. Drinkers who strictly follow the traditional Western con-
sumption patterns of wine, or at least want to learn about them, are classified as
established and aspiring drinkers. However, we need to shift our focus from connois-
seurs and pedants to practices of indigenization (Appadurai 1996; Miller 1998) if we
seek to understand how creative drinkers consume wine. What is perceived as “wrong”
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in the Western context could be acceptable in Hong Kong society. Cultural consump-
tion is a fluid concept and when a form of culture is exported from one place to
another, the objects and practices around what is valued and bestows status
also change.
To someone who is familiar with Western etiquettes of alcohol consumption, con-
sumers drinking wine with ice and soft drinks can be seen as ignorant and unedu-
cated. However, as this new form of wine drinking continues, it has slowly become
more acceptable and indeed, fashionable to drink wine with ice, soft drinks and plums.
Commentators should be open to the idea that consumers are able to alter the flavor
of wine to suit different tastes. This is the essence of the indigenization of culture,
that different ideas, objects of value and consumption practices can be combined
together in order to create new ones. However, Westernized and culturally-imperialist
attitudes (Bonnett 2004; Tomlinson 1991) have made other forms of consumer culture
less acceptable. Furthermore, Chinese drinking practices are often perceived as
unsophisticated simply because they come from outside the Anglo-Eurocentric
environment.
Despite this, the wine industry is already creating new marketing ideas to capture
local clientele. At a wine fair in Hong Kong, one exhibitor sold wine produced in Italy
but labelled with the Japanese cartoon image “Hello Kitty.” Cartoon-branded goods
may seem childish to some consumers in the West but are popular in Hong Kong as
well as other parts of East Asia like Japan because they portray the desirable idea of
kawaii, “cuteness” (Ho 2015a). As discussed in the Trinidadian context, American Coca-
Cola was localized by the addition of Trinidadian rum, and “rum and coke” has
become a national drink. However, Hello Kitty wine pushes the notion of indigeniza-
tion (Miller 1998) one step further because the cartoon figure which originated in
Japan is licensed as a marketing label by a Hong Kong company to promote an Italian
wine. This can be seen as a form of “third indigenization” – when the products of two
or more places of origin are combined to create a new product in a third place. To
marketers, this wine is an ideal product to sell to creative drinkers, and because of the
cuteness and femininity of Hello Kitty, this product is likely to be targeted at younger
female consumers, whether it is bought as a gift or for their own enjoyment.
In summary, this section has illustrated that the new trends in wine consumption
practices in Hong Kong cannot be understood through existing theories or popular
understanding of cultural practices from Western perspectives but is better under-
stood by considering a society’s own concepts and values, such as, in this case, those
in Hong Kong.
Conclusion: a new sociocultural wine consumption paradigm
This article has analyzed how the consumption of wine in Hong Kong has conceptu-
ally challenged the ways in which wine consumers have typically been perceived.
Drawing on Bourdieu’s framework of cultural capital and notions of the connoisseur,
pedant and proletarian, three groups of wine drinkers were introduced: established,
aspiring and creative. Established drinkers are those who grew up with high culture,
usually passed on by parents: they have inherited cultural capital and consume culture
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as connoisseurs. Aspiring drinkers did not have knowledge of wine consumption prior
to the popularization of wine in Hong Kong but are keen to learn about traditional
(Western) drinking etiquette. They do so as “pedants” (that is, closely following the
learned rules) and hope to attain the knowledge and status of “legitimate” cultural
practices. The key reason they drink wine is because, despite having affluent middle-
class incomes (Ho 2020), their social upbringing is still associated with the lower
classes (Lui 2003). Therefore, wine consumption, often associated with high culture, is
a way to increase their cultural capital and raise their social class status. The third
group are creative drinkers who do not follow or know traditional (Western) ways of
wine consumption. They invent ways of localizing wine by combining it with soft
drinks, ice cubes or dried plums or pairing seafood with red wine. They can be under-
stood as “proletarians” who explore culture from a popular or mass perspective, seen
to be of socially lower status than legitimate culture or high culture. However, this is a
much more complex process than Bourdieu suggests because his framework does not
take into account other cultures or traditions beyond France in the 1960s. Therefore,
rather than describing this group as drinkers who not do consume wine in the “right
way,” this study regards them as creative drinkers who practice indigenization
(Appadurai 1996; Miller 1998) by localizing a product to suit their particular culture
and tastes.
Global cultures have long been dominated by the West and behaviors that do not fol-
low Western traditions have often been deemed “wrong” in different social contexts.
However, in drawing on the notion of indigenization (Appadurai 1996; Miller 1998) this
article challenges this by acknowledging the localization of tastes, seeking a fluid
approach that acknowledges localization or indigenization, which provides a better under-
standing of non-Anglo-European cultures of consumption in places like Hong Kong.
Consumers in Hong Kong often aim to pursue a Western identity through wine (Ho
2019). However, as this research into the practices of creative drinkers has illustrated,
consumers, even if they may know about Western norms, do not necessarily look for a
Westernized consumer identity. The Hello Kitty wine example illustrates this kind of
non-Western marketing appeal, while at the same time demonstrating the “third
indigenization” of a product that combines two or more places of origin (Italy and
Japan) to create a new product in a third place (Hong Kong).
The study of wine consumption in Hong Kong involves three complex and powerful
ideas about wine: the global power shift that has led East Asian investors to buy
Western vineyards; business opportunities that allow Western traders to export wine
to Hong Kong; and cultural consumption in Hong Kong relating to consumers’ accept-
ance or rejection of global cultures. Some commentators from the West continue to
poke fun at Chinese consumers while accepting their investment in vineyards and sell-
ing them wine; but by the same token, it seems that some wine consumers in Hong
Kong poke fun at Western perceptions of proper wine drinking through their own cre-
ative habits. There is a need for further research, not only on how other Western prod-
ucts are being consumed in non-Western contexts, but also on how to communicate
different understandings of other cultures to Western audiences. Perhaps the next
time the French joke that their first taste of vin rouge comes from a baby’s bottle,
there will be a plum inside.
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